A B S T R A C T Young carers are children under the age of 18 who provide care to a family member. Concern has been raised within the welfare services that these children are involved in levels and types of care that are developmentally inappropriate and that jeopardize their health and development. Despite a vast literature on the psychological impacts of caregiving upon adult carers, there has been little investigation into the impacts upon children. This review focuses on one main area of research that has examined children as caregivers; research on the 'parentified child'. This literature derives from the traditions of systemic theory and is primarily concerned with establishing how caregiving as a child impacts upon adult functioning. Studies suggest that identity development and personality, interpersonal relationships and relationships with an individual's own children could be affected. 
Introduction: Social context and scope of this review

Children as carers: The social context
I T H A S B E E N estimated that 50,000 children are involved in looking after an ill or disabled family member in the UK (Becker, Aldridge, & Dearden, 1998) . These 'young carers' are defined as children under the age of 18, who provide 'substantial amounts of care on a regular basis' (Department of Health [DoH], 1996) . They are often involved in developmentally inappropriate tasks of a nature, or to an extent that the role restricts other opportunities and experiences that are crucial to their development (Becker et al., 1998) .
To date, the psychological impact upon children responding to caregiving roles has received scant attention, with no published literature from a psychological perspective looking at 'young carers' per se. This is in spite of a vast body of both qualitative and quantitative research into the impact of family caregiving upon adults (see Kahana, Biegel, & Wykle, 1994; Nolan, Grant, & Keady, 1997; Orbell, Hopkins, Gilles, & Ungerson, 1993) .
Scope of this review
The concept of children giving care is implicit within a number of bodies of literature. Children of alcoholics, sexual abuse, marital conflict, divorce, infant and child development, and attachment styles (see Chase, 1999) all contain aspects of children providing care to another family member, usually a parent. The literatures on parental or sibling illness and disability are also related literatures that have been reviewed elsewhere (Damiani, 1999; Kelley, Sikka, & Venkatesan, 1997; Rolland, 1999) . This review takes as its focus, research on the parentified child. The parentification literature has been chosen as it relates directly to caregiving by children. It is an empirical literature with psychological foundations. The parentification literature places an emphasis on emotional caregiving, however, other more practical aspects are also considered. 'Parentification', therefore, has the potential to inform our understanding of the impacts of caregiving upon children as it offers a broad conceptualization of caregiving within a familial context.
Reviews of the literature on parentification have taken place (see Barnett & Parker, 1998; Chase, 1999; Jurkovic, 1997) . Barnett and Parker (1998) discuss circumstances in which parentification may be considered likely to occur, including divorce, substance misuse and sexual abuse. They conclude that the impact of parentification is dependent upon a number of factors and can only be determined at the end of an individual's lifespan. Jurkovic (1997) takes a clinical perspective to the examination of the parentification construct, making suggestions as to how and why parentification arises within families, and introduces methods of assessment, treatment and prevention. Chase (1999) describes the literature on parentification and suggests that there is a need to critically examine the empirical literature with respect to conceptualization, design and methodology. These aspects are the focus in this review, which examines studies on parentification, role reversal with children (rather than role reversal between a parent and their adult child), and child-adult cross-generational boundaries. These terms are described in more detail later.
Parentification: A perspective on caregiving
Definitions
The term the 'parental child' was coined by Minuchin and colleagues (Minuchin, Montalvo, Guerney, Rosman, & Schumer, 1967) to refer to children who assume parental responsibility in the home as a result of economic and social conditions. Later Broszormenyi-Nagy and Spark (1973) defined a process of 'parentification', defined by the expectation from a parental figure that a child will fulfil a parental role within the family system. This involves not only explicit caretaking roles, but also gratification of parental figure's sexual, aggressive or dependent needs. Broszormenyi-Nagy and Spark's (1973) concept focuses upon relationship patterns and family dynamics, as well as on the more overt aspects of role assignment. Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark emphasize ethical family relationships in which parents enjoy their children's loyalty and concern but do not expect their children to look after their own emotional or physical needs. It is Broszomenyi-Nagy and Spark's process of parentification that is most frequently referred to in the empirical literature. Another term that is also used to describe the phenomenon of parentification is 'role reversal'. This describes a child acting as parent to their parent, or a child acting as a 'mate' to their parent. Parental role reversal might include defending or nursing the parent, or acting as parent to siblings (see Kabat, 1996 for a clinical description of child as parent role reversal). Child-as-mate role reversal represents the child acting as confidant, friend or decision-maker to the parent. 'Crossgenerational boundaries' are also referred to in the literature and both 'child as parent' and 'child as mate' role reversal can be considered to be examples of cross-generational boundary transgressions. 'Boundaries' represent the implicit and explicit rules and expectations that govern family relationships. Family theorists such as Minuchin, and Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark uphold that clear and defined boundaries are essential for the healthy functioning of the family and its individual members. Inappropriate alliances, such as a child acting as a 'mate' to a parent, are believed to upset the balance of the family system and compromise the individual member's growth and development.
Parentification: Theoretical underpinnings
Broszormenyi-Nagy and Spark's original concept was considered to be a component of all relationships, including healthy ones. Caregiving is viewed as a dynamic process, governed by patterns of relating. The parentification concept views caregiving by children as an aspect of normal parent-child relationships, and considers the pathological aspects to result from excessive burden in an unsupportive environment. Jurkovic (1997) defines parentification as a process with adaptive caretaking dependent upon the recognition of the child's contribution, and the extent and duration of caregiving. The result of overburdening the child is a shaping of the child's interrelational style, in both the immediate and the long-term. According to Broszormenyi-Nagy and Spark's theory, these patterns of relating are passed from generation to generation as the adult seeks to compensate for their losses in childhood through their own children or adult relationships. Embedded in the theory are notions of reciprocity and balance within relationships. It is seen as healthy and appropriate that the child meets their parent's emotional needs to some degree, however, this must be balanced by the care that the child receives from the parent.
The underpinning psychological concepts that are drawn upon to explain the impact of parentification are rooted in a number of theories, including attachment theory (Alexander, 1992; Bowlby, 1980) , social developmental theory (Erikson, 1959) , object relations (Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975) and self-development models (Kohut, 1971) . Each of these models provides a framework for understanding how the developing child forms a sense of identity and an understanding of their relationship with others. For example Erickson's stage theory of psychosocial ego development (Erikson, 1959) requires the child to pass through various stages including, initiative versus guilt and industry versus inferiority. The theory proposes that development is hampered if the demands upon the child are inappropriate and cannot be mastered, as the child will consequently be left with a view of themselves as inadequate (guilty and inferior). Mahler et al.'s (1975) stages of separation individuation and Kohut's self-development model (1971) suggest that parentification prevents the child from developing the ability to contain and express their emotions as the parent is not responsive to the child's needs for comfort, containment and mirroring. In effect, the child's developing sense of an autonomous self is compromised by the needs of the mother or the unstable family system.
Parentification: A description of research
Only a limited number of studies has examined parentification directly. Areas allied to this literature have attempted to examine the mother-child relationship in order to identify boundary distortions. This research examines family stressors as precursors to the parentification process. Studies examining parentification more directly focus on the long-term developmental consequences of assuming caregiving responsibilities, through identifying links between parentification and adult personality processes. Few studies have examined the impact upon the child directly. More circumscribed literature has investigated the effects of a parentified childhood upon academic and career choice.
Precursors of parentification
A number of studies has examined circumstances in which it is claimed parents may look to their children for emotional or logistical support to combat their own stresses and pressures. Schizophrenia (Bateson, Jackson, Haley, & Weakland, 1956; Karpel, 1976; Walsh, 1979) , mothers with a history of sexual abuse (Burkett, 1991) , mothers of low socio-economic status (Sroufe, Jacobvitz, Mangelsdorf, DeAngelo, & Ward, 1985; Sroufe & Ward, 1980) , divorce (Dawson, 1980) and 'intrusive' parenting styles (Jacobvitz & Sroufe, 1987) are some examples. The literature on addictions also includes concepts allied to parentification. It refers to the 'co-dependant' behaviours of children who adopt roles in their family such as 'scapegoat' or 'enabler' in order to support a family system that contains a substance abuser. Thus the literature on co-dependency implicitly and sometimes explicitly incorporates descriptions of parentified functioning (see Bekir, McLellan, Childress, & Gariti, 1993; Olson & Gariti, 1993; Robinson, 1998; Robinson & Post, 1995) .
According to family systems theory, the dynamic of the parent seeking care from their child represents a distortion of normal generational boundaries and leaves the child at risk of parentification. Parents whose own needs for nurturance were not met in childhood may attempt to satisfy their own emotional needs through their child (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986; Karpel, 1976) .
Studies have used a variety of methods to investigate this phenomenon, including passive observational, retrospective, controlled and longitudinal designs. The observational studies (for examples see Burkett, 1991; Fish, Belsky, & Youngblade, 1991; Jacobvitz & Sroufe, 1987; Sroufe et al., 1985; Sroufe & Ward, 1980) focus on the parenting behaviour, rather than the direct impact upon the child. They attempt to capture parental behaviours that are identified through theory and observation as 'parentifying'. They then attempt to define and validate their observations through examining interrater reliability and by making links with other psychological variables.
For example, Sroufe and Ward (1980) observed the maternal behaviour of mothers with sons. They were interested in noting the occurrence of 'seductive behaviour'; defined as manipulation of the child using promises of affection, sensuality or teasing. This type of behaviour is described as 'parentifying' as the child is drawn into meeting the needs of the mother.
Observational ratings were made of mothers and their sons and 16 mothers were identified as engaging in seductive behaviour by three independent raters. Family history interviews were also conducted with a subsample of mothers that included eight of the sixteen mothers classified as 'seductive'. Seven of these eight mothers had histories suggestive of parentification ranging from incest to aspects of role reversal. This was compared with four of the remaining twenty mothers not classified as 'seductive'. Sroufe and Ward attempted in this study to identify and validate a behavioural category of 'seductive behaviour'. On the basis of Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark's theory, this may be developmentally damaging to the child. They claim support for Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark's (1973) theory of intergenerational patterns of relationships on the basis of the high incidence of 'parentified' histories of the 'seductive' mothers. A follow-up study (Sroufe et al., 1985) examining the mother-daughter relationship of these mothers suggested that seductiveness was not a characteristic of the mother but an aspect of their relational history found only with their sons. Jacobvitz, Morgan, Kretchmar, and Morgan (1991) investigated the transmission of role reversal across generations. They found that grandmothers' memories of overprotection were related to observational ratings of high boundary distortions between the mothers and their children. Fish et al. (1991) , in a rare longitudinal study, attempted to identify family characteristics as antecedents to boundary violation behaviours by parents. A number of measures was taken in infancy including parental personality, dyadic interaction between spouses, and between themselves and their child, and parental perception of the child's difficulty in infancy. Observational follow-up studies at age 3 indicated that husbands and wives in the boundary violation group were more likely to be overcontrolling and intrusive with each other than those classified as nonboundary violating. These families were also characterized by low support and decline in the satisfaction of their marriage.
Studies have also compared 'high-risk' groups with controls on parentification measures. For example Goglia, Jurkovic, Burt, and Burge-Callaway (1992) compared adult children of alcoholics with adult children of non-alcoholics. Using a projective measure of boundary distortion (Walsh, 1979) , which yields scores for 'child as parent' or 'child as mate'; and a self-report measure of parentification (Sessions & Jurkovic, 1986) . Goglia et al. (1992) reported that significantly more adult children of alcoholics showed distortions in generational boundaries compared with adult children of non-alcoholics. Child-as-parent cross-generational boundaries on the Walsh measure are described as themes of the younger generation providing for, nurturing or defending the parent. Child-as-mate cross-generational boundaries are evidenced by sexual themes between generations, or conflicts in family loyalty.
The observational studies have been valuable for mapping the behaviours of mothers with their children in relation to their own parenting history. However, with this design it is not possible to infer a causal relationship between mothers' parentified history and their behaviour with their child. A longitudinal study examining mothers' behaviours and their impact upon the developing child would be a more appropriate design for establishing antecedent-consequent relations. Studies that do examine more specifically the impact of parentification upon long-term development have tended to focus on the adults' adaptation to their childhood roles. The main focus has been the impact on adults' interrelational style.
Impacts of parentification on adult relationships
These studies have attempted to investigate how caregiving responsibilities as a child might affect an individual's functioning in adult relationships. Key areas are the roles that individuals assume in relation to others, and one's ability to manage rejection and disappointment in relationships. The studies are generally retrospective and rely on the use of self-report measures and student samples. Regression analysis is employed to determine to what extent parentification accounts for the variance in the psychological variable of interest.
Wells, Glickaf-Hughes, and Jones (1999) found parentification to be linked to 'codependency' (described by Beattie [1989] as a tendency to be over controlling of another). Similarly, Valleau, Raymond, and Horton (1995) suggested that adults who fulfilled a parental role as a child, continue to adopt caretaking roles with other adults in later life as they develop a self-concept that is adapted to the caring task. They termed this the 'caretaking' syndrome. Analysis showed that subjects who fell within the high parentification group on a self-report measure of parentification (Mika, Bergner, & Baum, 1987) scored significantly higher on the Caretaker Syndrome Survey (Valleau et al., 1995) than did those in the low parentification group. The survey aimed to measure characteristics of the 'caretaker syndrome' described by Peek and Trezona (1984) (cited in Valleau et al., 1995) as behaviours that are heavily care taking in nature (e.g. fixer, rescuer or advisor). Wells and Jones (1998) have examined a number of personality variables including 'splitting'. This is defined as the separation or keeping apart of opposing psychological representations. These representations may take the form of positive or negative feelings towards oneself and others. It is considered a primitive defence mechanism that diminishes once separation-individuation is negotiated (Kernberg, Selzer, Koenigsberg, Carr, & Applebaum, 1989) . Wells and Jones (1998) proposed that the separation-individuation process is interrupted by parentification and therefore individuals may continue to use 'splitting' as a defence mechanism at times of interpersonal stress. They found that parentification accounted for 10% of the variance in splitting (measured by the Gerson Splitting Scale; Gerson, 1984) . A similar study by the same authors (Wells & Jones, 2000) found that parentification contributed significantly to the variance in shameproneness (measured by the TOSCA Shame Scale; Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 1989) . It was hypothesized that shame results from the child's inability to meet the unrealistic expectations of parents. Jones and Wells (1996) examined personality styles and defence mechanisms used by individuals who are 'parentified'. They examined parentification as a predictor of masochistic, narcissistic and compulsive personality styles. These styles represent defence mechanisms that protect the individual from feelings of inferiority or fears of loss and develop in response to inappropriate parental expectations placed upon the child. Narcissistic parentification, for example, is said to result from the parents' expectations that the child will fulfil the parent's own ideals and dreams for success. Jones and Wells (1996) used the Parentification Questionnaire (Sessions & Jurkovic, 1986 ) and the MCMI-11 (Millon, 1987) , which assesses personality styles. Regression analysis provided empirical support for parentification as a predictor of both narcissistic and masochistic personality styles but not compulsive characteristics. Jacobvitz and Bush (1996) explored how women's reconstructions of their family patterns during childhood related to anxious and depressed symptoms as adults. They proposed that relationships with parental figures in which parents sought intimacy with their child, as opposed to their spouse, would interrupt the child's developing independence. This, it was hypothesized, would result in children's lowered self-esteem. Results indicated that mother-daughter alliances were related to adult children's anxiety, whereas father-daughter alliances were related to adult children's depression.
Parentification: Direct impacts upon the child
Few empirical studies have examined the effects on young people directly. Stein, Riedel, and Rotheram-Boras (1999) assessed the predictors and psychological outcomes of parentification among adolescents whose parents have Aids. They employed three indicators of parentification, spousal (e.g. sharing problems and secrets), parental (includes items on a parent asking for decisions or advice) and adult role-taking (includes chores in the home). They hypothesized that the more severe the parental illness the greater the involvement in spousal and parental role-taking. A relationship was found between the severity of the parent's illness and these two aspects but results did not support a link between these parentification indicators (spousal and parental) and the child's emotional distress. Contrary to their hypothesis, findings indicated that 'adult role-taking' was significantly and positively correlated with emotional distress. Johnston (1990) examined role reversal in divorced families. She hypothesized, primarily on the basis of clinical observations, that role reversal following divorce would predict responsible, controlling styles and emotionally restricted behaviour in the child. On the basis of clinical ratings by six independent clinicians blind to the hypothesis, scores were calculated for aspects of the parent-child relationship and child outcomes. Role reversal and parental boundary problems were found to predict controlling interpersonal style and emotional and somatic problems in children.
In a study of identity development in young women, Fullinwinder-Bush and Jacobvitz (1993) explored the relationship between parent-child role reversal patterns in families and the identity development of daughters. They found that role reversal with either parent was related to less identity exploration in the domain of dating relationships. They suggest that this is accounted for by the women's inability to explore their own needs because of attunement to meeting the needs of their parents.
Circumscribed parentification studies
Finally, more circumscribed studies have looked at the relationship between parentification and academic and career choice. Chase, Deming, and Wells (1998) examined the childhood perceptions of 360 students in relation to parentified roles. They found that 'low academic status' participants reported greater caretaking responsibilities, and scored more highly on parentification measures than students classified as having higher scholastic aptitude. Sessions (1986) compared graduate psychology and engineering students, and found that the psychology students had higher scores on parentification measures than the engineering group. In terms of career choice, Lackie (1983) examined the histories of 1577 social workers and found that two-thirds had histories of 'caretaking' roles. Although he emphasizes the positive aspects of their histories in the cultivation of caregiving skills and sensitivity to others, he proposes that this legacy can also hamper the professional in their role as objective helper. Similarly, Glickauf-Hughes and Mehlman (1995) proposed in a theoretical article, that, as a result of a parentified childhood, therapists are likely to struggle with maintaining their parents' expectations and suffer perfectionist tendencies. They suggest that the parentified therapists' ability to attune themselves to the needs of others can result in burn out if their own needs are not recognized. Examining the relationship between measures of parentification and burnout in therapists could test this hypothesis and provide an opportunity to explore the relationship between an individual's up bringing and their functioning as a therapist. Important variables to consider might include the mediating role of supervision or the potential moderating influences of personal therapy.
Summary
This overview of the parentification literature illustrates the impact that caregiving may have on beliefs about the self and others. Studies suggest that identity development and personality, interpersonal relationships, and relationships with an individual's own children could be affected. Another theme in the literature is loss and grief and the intergenerational nature of parentification, as each individual redresses their losses through the next generation. Although the parentification studies have attempted to answer major questions about the long-term impact of caring, the findings must be considered in the light of conceptual and methodological limitations.
Parentification: Conceptual and methodological critiques
Conceptual considerations
Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark's (1973) original concept viewed the impact of caregiving as existing on a continuum, with adaptive and maladaptive poles. A number of psychological theories is referred to in support of the parentification process (e.g. psychosocial developmental theory, theories of identity development). Although there are similarities in the theories and dynamics to which various authors ascribe when commenting on the phenomenon of parentification, there are problems with integrating theories based on differing assumptions. This limits the comparisons that can be made across studies and ultimately the conclusions that can be drawn from the literature.
Inherent in the theories is the developing child's capacity to contribute to their relationships with others. Parentified roles could therefore function as precursors to the development of appropriate adult responsibility taking. It is feasible on this basis that a continuum of parentification exists from appropriate to inappropriate caretaking. Erickson's stages, for example, suggest that, for a time, the child's role as caregiver may compliment the capacity for the child to be helpful and competent (the industry versus inferiority stage), however, the theory also requires that the child must be able to master the demands placed upon them.
The focus for research has been the pathologizing effects of parentification, with limited attention paid to the factors that delineate adaptive and maladaptive parentification. We therefore know little about the risk factors for parentification or how much care is too much care? Instead the research conceptualizes caring by young people as a predominately pathological process, in which the child forsakes their own emotional needs to care practically or emotionally for another family member. Some authors have pointed to the benefits of a parentified childhood including increased sensitivity and greater capacity for intimate relationships (Barnard & Spoentgen, 1987) . Walker and Lee (1998) cite evidence for role reversals in alcoholic families as accelerating the individuation process (rather than inhibiting it) and for an increase in children's self-esteem as opposed to an inherently pathological process. Jurkovic, Jessee, and Goglia (1991) have suggested two factors that may determine maladaptive parentification; these are the age at which the child assumes the parental duties and the developmental appropriateness of the role demands. They propose, on the basis of clinical observations, that children suffer more from expressive, i.e. emotional, caregiving, rather than instrumental caretaking roles. The study by Stein, Riedel, and Rotheram-Boras (1999) did not support this view, and it remains to be established as to how these factors influence the parentification process.
Another conceptual gap relates to the notion of reciprocity and the recognition of caregiving within the family of origin. Empirical studies have not examined how this interaction may affect the parentification process and instead have considered parentification as a linear rather than a systemic phenomenon. Walker and Lee (1998) , in examining the strengths of children of alcoholics, emphasize the concept of relational resilience, in which the family is considered to be a source of resilience rather then pathology. They propose that role-taking functions carried out by children can be considered an example of a family system capable of adapting to the stress of an addicted parent. They are careful to emphasize, however, the importance of tasks being within a child's developmental capabilities, and the importance of support and respite provided by other family members.
Another area for consideration is the importance of sociocultural context when making judgements about 'appropriate role-taking'. Jurkovic (1997) gives examples of different cultural expectations placed upon children in relation to caregiving tasks. Similarly, Goglia et al. (1992) highlight the importance of gender in a study of children of alcoholics, and suggest that males may be less inclined to admit to caregiving behaviours because of societal gender role expectations. How socialization processes influence the process of parentification has yet to be considered.
Methodological considerations
The empirical literature, which attempts to examine the impact of parentification upon adults, relies predominately on retrospective designs using parentification questionnaires, although occasionally projective techniques (Walsh, 1979) have also been used. The retrospective approach requires respondents to recall events that occurred in childhood. This is problematic because forgetting, defensiveness and social desirability affect the recall of child and family functioning. It has been suggested that parentified individuals may be particularly prone to employing defensive strategies to manage anxieties associated with disappointment in others (Burt, 1992) . If this is so, there may be particular problems with using retrospective methods to investigate the phenomenon of parentification, as parentified individuals may have particular difficulties with recalling their childhoods accurately.
The two main parentification questionnaires (Mika et al., 1987; Sessions & Jurkovic, 1986 ) ask questions about the extent of caregiving in childhood (for a full description of the psychometric properties of tools, which measure concepts allied to parentification, see Chase, 1999) . This assessment method can have drawbacks as measures do not always recognize other issues pertinent in the assessment of parentification, such as the age at which tasks were carried out, the degree of responsibility for those tasks, and the duration of responsibilities.
The measure by Mika et al. (1987) claims to be based on a conceptual analysis of parentification, however, the authors do not refer to any firm conceptual foundations for the development of items. It does, however, attempt to take account of the age that caring tasks were carried out. The items are weighted according to the age at which the adult recalls carrying out the role, with younger ages carrying higher scores. Further items are weighted according to the physical and/or emotional burden the item is believed to entail (based on three authors' judgements). Clearly, there are difficulties with the accuracy of adults' subjective ratings of children's emotional burden. This factor calls into question the validity of the measure. The authors quote a Spearman correlation of r = .98 based on a comparison of qualitative coded data from interviews with participants and individuals scores on the measure. Sessions and Jurkovic's (1986) measure (which is also available in youth form) attempts to account for notions of reciprocity in the family system. Items were developed from clinical observation and theory. The psychometric properties have been more extensively tested than Mika's measure. Spearman-Brown coefficients of .85 and a coefficient alpha of .83 were reported and a test-retest reliability of .86 is quoted for the adult version. Studies suggest that the measure can distinguish between children who grew up in alcoholic and non-alcoholic homes (Chase et al., 1998; Goglia et al., 1992) .
Both of these measures, however, rely on an assessment of the extent of caretaking behaviours in childhood and tend to neglect the sociocultural or family context in which care occurred. Newberger (1980) has developed a semi-structured interview, which assesses parental conceptions that mediate the parentification process, and uses direct questions and hypothetical scenarios. Responses are classified according to levels of parental awareness of their child's needs. This has the advantage of considering underlying beliefs about the child-parent relationship, but as before cannot assess the actual extent of parentification directly.
Obtaining clinical ratings of parentification through observational studies circumvents the difficulties of retrospective self-report measures. They are, however, particularly prone to measurement reactivity which can compromise the validity of the data, particularly if they are not carried out in a naturalistic setting. The use of projective techniques, which rely on the researcher coding themes reflected in stories that the participant describes in response to pictures, has the advantage of overcoming socially desirable responding, or cultural expectations, but is limited with respect to reliability.
In selecting participants, researchers have predominately relied on student samples, which may limit the generalizability of findings with respect to age and socio-economic status. Furthermore, the student population represents individuals who have achieved a degree of independent functioning and might therefore be construed as 'survivors of the parentification process', regardless of the scores obtained on retrospective parentification measures. Possible confounds within the literature also need to be addressed. Parentification is unlikely to occur in isolation. Other familial difficulties, such as parental conflict, family illness, abuse and poverty, have been cited as just some of the factors influencing the development of parentified roles within a family (see Jurkovic, 1997) . Similarly, there is evidence that many of these factors are linked with poor outcomes for children. For example, on-going parental conflict has been associated with poorer school performance, less social competence with peers and poor self-perceptions (see Barber & Eccles, 1992) . Therefore, the relationship between parentification and adult outcomes could be accounted for by other variables.
Discussion
The parentification literature raises more questions than it gives answers. Problems with a clear definition of parentification, the diversity of conceptual foundations, measurement difficulties, limited samples and the use of retrospective accounts make it difficult to accurately assess the impact of caregiving upon a child's development.
Currently, the knowledge base and theoretical formulations are limited and could lead to unwarranted assumptions about the meaning of caregiving in families' lives. Most of the available studies have sample, design and measurement problems that could invalidate their findings.
Although the parentification literature has many limitations, it does serve to highlight the familial and developmental context of caregiving and the potential for pervasive effects on an individual's identity and relationships. Theories of parentification also raise the importance of a systemic approach to children as caregivers emphasizing the role of reciprocity and parents as providers and givers of support as well as recipients. Parents have been receiving more recognition in the young carer debate (DoH, 2000a (DoH, , 2000b and research may need to take more account of their role in supporting their child with their responsibilities.
There are numerous clinical and anecdotal reports of the phenomenon of parentification (see Jurkovic, 1997; Miller, 1981 for case examples). The social literature has highlighted the extent and nature of children's caregiving roles in our society. It is feasible that caregiving responsibilities may effect the individuation process that is necessary for the development of a sense of self separate and independent from ones caregiving role. These factors would suggest that further research into the long-term effects of caregiving on adjustment and maturity is an important and necessary undertaking.
Methodological recommendations and future directions
Methodological recommendations
New studies should aim to expand the diversity of their samples to reduce the potential for bias. The current reliance upon American high school student samples to investigate the effects of parentification upon an adult's functioning ignores cohort effects. Samples should be selected that represent age, gender and cultural differences to increase the generalizability of findings to other populations.
The issue of confounding between parentification and other variables may be addressed through path analysis or structural equation modelling that controls for the influence of the potential confound of interest. If the presence of a variable, e.g. abuse, adversely affects the adult outcome measure of interest, controlling for this variable would remove the variance attributable to parentification that is mediated through abuse. This is an appropriate analytic strategy to determine the impact of confounding variables upon measures of adult outcome. It is recognized that there are numerous confounds which cannot all be measured and controlled for. However, analysis of key factors that may influence both the presence of familial parentification and the outcome variable of interest would aid in the interpretation of findings and the delineation of the parentification construct.
The measurement of parentification has presented difficulties in the research. The two key parentification questionnaires both have flaws (Mika et al., 1987; Sessions & Jurkovic, 1986) , and are unable to capture the complexities of the parentification construct as outlined by Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark (1973) . There is, however, a developing base of literature that attempts to observe the parentifying behaviours of mothers and link this with retrospective accounts of their own childhood upbringing. Studies examining adult outcomes of parentification and the observational studies, which focus on precursors to the parentification process, have represented separate, although related, literatures. To date, there has been limited cross-fertilization of these two aspects of the parentification literature.
The adult attachment literature (see Ainsworth, Blehar, Walters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1973 Bowlby, , 1979 Bowlby, , 1980 , like the parentification studies, represents a retrospective literature that examines unconscious processes and relates them to adult behaviour. This literature provides a useful example of how observational studies can be employed to develop and validate measurement tools.
The parentification literature has examples of observational studies that attempt to categorize and validate the parentifying behaviours of parents with their infants (for example Sroufe & Ward, 1980) . Future observational studies may provide a basis for validating the parentification questionnaires (Mika et al., 1987; Sessions & Jurkovic, 1986) against observations of the parents' behaviour with their children. According to theory, those parents who are classed as high on parentifying measures will attempt to address their loss of emotional nurturing as a child through their own children. It can be hypothesized that this group will display significantly more parentifying behaviours with their children than the non-parentified group.
Ultimately, the development of a more qualitative approach to the measurement of a parentified history may be necessary to capture the nuances of parentification that are absent from current measures. For example, notions of reciprocity, the duration of care and an individual's perception of their childhood role.
Directions for future research
The refinement of measures of parentification is an important methodological undertaking and future studies might aim to explore a semi-structured interview format in the assessment of parentification. The Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; Main & Kaplan, 1985) is an example of a semi-structured interview designed to measure an individual's attachment style based on their retrospective accounts of family and childhood. Similarly, an interview aimed at examining the key aspects of parentification, such as household responsibilities, familial roles and relationships, as well as age and duration of responsibilities, may be a fruitful development. The AAI already includes an assessment of role reversal, which may be usefully employed in the development of a parentification interview. The interview method has an advantage in that it provides an opportunity for the assessment of 'unconscious' processes. The individual themselves may be unaware, for example, of a tendency to respond to others in a caretaker role in adult life, however, this may come to light during the interview process. The exploration of such dynamics is unfeasible in a self-report format, although interviews also have drawbacks with respect to ease of administration.
Of clinical interest are the questions: when is parentification harmful to children, and how can families be supported? To date, the research has done little to answer this question and instead has focused on the pathologizing impact of parentification. Investigations into factors that help to delineate adaptive and maladaptive caregiving represent an important area for research. The concept of resilience has been operationalized as successful adaptation despite experiencing adversity (Cicchetti & Garmezy, 1993) . Research on the processes leading to successful outcomes is an important avenue for facilitating intervention and prevention strategies. The parentification literature would benefit from greater recognition of factors that result in adaptive outcomes for individuals in spite of a history of caregiving.
Resilience and protective factors
Future research is needed to determine possible mediating and protective factors. One may have undertaken extensive caretaking roles as a child but, because of protective factors, or maturation and development throughout the lifespan, have remained 'unparentified' as an adult. Investigations into the influence of demographic factors such as age, gender and ordinal position within the family may help to identify children who may be 'at risk'. The influence of the coping style of both children and parents, as well as the role of reciprocal behaviours and support are areas that require consideration. The nature of the caring task and the impact of the duration and extent of caregiving responsibilities also warrant further attention.
Direct impacts upon the child
Currently, little attention has been paid to impacts upon the child at the time of caregiving. The focus on the long-term effects represents an 'adulto-centric' bias. Developmentally specific effects may be seen among children that do not persist into adulthood, or that assume a different form as an individual matures. Examining the effects of involvement in caregiving for defined age groupings may be a useful area for exploration. Goodnow (1988) , in a review of the literature on children's household work, emphasizes the importance of the child's perceptions of their work role in relation to the impact upon them. She found that when children are expected to perform expanded duties the experience is more positive if they perceive their jobs as necessary and feel supported. Understanding the child's appraisal of their role and how this influences the parentification process is another issue for future consideration.
Conclusion
Currently, our understanding of the impacts of growing up assuming caring responsibilities is limited. Yet the social literature illustrates that this is not an uncommon phenomenon. The parentification studies represent a first step in a generally uncharted area and, although there are inherent problems both in the design and conceptualization of investigations, the phenomenon of parentification is beginning to be mapped and observed in the behaviour of parents. Better methods and sharper conceptualizations of psychological constructs must be developed, however, before we can begin to understand the impact of caring as a child. Key areas for future development include the measurement of parentification in adulthood, the development of links between the retrospective studies and observational research, and expansion of our understanding of the impacts and protective factors that influence outcomes for the child. Ultimately, prospective longitudinal studies are required to shed light on the developmental course of children who care.
